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Present medical research  

 

has a credibility problem 



Development timeframe of a medical 
intervention 

 



What happened to: 

Monoclonal antibody therapy 
Gene therapy 
Stem cell therapy 
 
Personalised medicine 
Proteomics 



 



Translation of medical research 

6 major 
basic 
research 
journals 

 
1979-83 
 

Claimed to 
have 
clear 
clinical 
potential 

Had 1 
positive 
trial 
done  

 
 
by 2002  
 

 

With a 
clinical 
license 

 

 

by 2003 
 

Widely 
used 

 

101 25000 
papers 

19 5 1 

Am. J. Med. 114, 477 (2003). 



What is the problem ? 



Examples in basic science 

 



Functional MRI in neuroscience 

 



What happens when you scan a dead fish ? 

 



 



Most studies are not reproducable 

Amgen researchers were 
able to replicate  

 

only 6 of 53 landmark 
cancer studies 

Nature 2012 Mar 28;483:531-3.  



What causes this bias ? 

PLoS Biology 2013: 1001609  

In 4455 animal 
studies 
 
3x positive studies 
 
Overestimates of 
effect size 

 



What causes this bias ? 

Survey among basic researchers: 

 

They said they publish 90% of experiments 

 

But thought that less than 50% of other animal 
experiments are published.  

 

Employees of for-profit organizations estimated 
that 10% are published.  

PLoS ONE 2012: 0043404  



for many current scientific fields,  

claimed research findings may often be simply  

accurate measures of the prevailing bias  



 



Money allocated to basic research 



Is clinical research less biased ? 

 



 



Some of the problems 

• Trials measure outcomes not relevant to 
patients 

 

• Failure to acknowledge earlier research  

 

• Non-publication of negative results 

 



Non-publication 



Cochrane review 2006: 

 

Oseltamivir 150 mg daily prevented lower 
respiratory tract complications 



2009: Cochrane review updated, but: 

• Only 2 / 10 RCTs published 

 

• The pooled analysis was done by Roche 

 

• Obtaining the original data has been very 
difficult 



After 5 years Roche made all data available: 
and the new meta-analysis is published this week: 

• There were 83 RCTs 

 

• There is no evidence for effect on 
complications 

 

• There are substantial side effects: nausea and 
psychiatric symptoms 



New EU legislation 

Trials must be 
registered 

 

Results must be 
published 



We need less basic research, but 
 
more epidemiologic research: 

• Observational work validating patient-relevant 
outcomes 

 

• RCTs 

 

• Meta-analyses 



Scientific excellence in Europe 



Scientific excellence in Europe in 2034 
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wweber@bmj.com 

@WimWeber_BMJ 


